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Newman: What Makes a Pagan Day Holy
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ssst. Have you heard the latest
about the Adventist Review?
They’ve decided to no longer
mention a day of the week by its
pagan name. From now on, it’s
going to be Day 1, Day 2, Day.. . .
Before Editor William G. Johnsson
gets on the phone, I’d better explain
further. It happened in the early
1800s and continued for 40 years: No
pagan-named days. Just numbers
until 1880, when the editors of the
Review and Herald magazine finally
agreed to put “Thursday” on the front
page.
Adventists traditionally have been
opposed to any event having pagan
origins. Some today can get pretty
worked up over any celebration on
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Christmas. However, we cannot communicate in this world and avoid
pagan origins. All days of the week
and all months of the year are named
after pagan gods.
Does calling a day Thursday or a
month January constitute worship of
the gods Thor and Janus? Does it
indicate allegiance to them? Whatever the month, whatever the day, the
answer is No!
What about Christmas and Easter?
Doesn’t it seem strange that we
Adventists have embraced Christmas
far more than Easter? Adventist*
* David Newman is Pastor of Damascus Grace Fellowship, Damascus,
Maryland.
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of Jesus, the Light of the World. The
motive: to draw pagans into the
church by allowing them to continue
their revelry while simultaneously
honoring the birth of Jesus.
The Eastern Orthodox Church
took a slightly different course. By the
end of the fourth century it too
accepted December 25 as Jesus’ birthday, but it celebrated Christs baptism
on January 6 as the more important
holiday. Because of the pagan origins
of Christmas, the Protestant Reformers of the 16th century abandoned
the holidays, as the Puritans later did.
So what should we do this Christmas?

schools will break for the Christmas
season but not for Easter, yet the origins of both rest in pagan legend.
Scholars are almost certain that Jesus
was born in the spring, not in the
middle of winter. And Easter moves
about during March and April.
Historians are unsure when
Christians first began celebrating
the Nativity of Christ. However,
most scholars believe Christmas
originated in the fourth century as a
substitute for pagan celebrations of
the winter solstice. Each year, beginning on December 17, Romans
honored Saturn, the ancient god of
agriculture, in a festival called Saturnalia. This festival lasted for seven
days, usually occurring around
December 25 on the ancient Julian
calendar. During Saturnalia the
Romans feasted, postponed all business and warfare, exchanged gifts,
and temporarily freed their slaves.
They also celebrated the lengthening of daylight following the winter
solstice by participating in rituals to
glorify Mithra, the Persian god of
light. The festivities continued
through January 1, the festival of
Kalends, when Romans marked the
day of the new moon and the first
day of the m onth and year.
To give a Christian meaning to
these pagan rituals, the Roman
Catholic Church chose December 25
as the day for the Feast of the Nativity. Instead of honoring the god of
light, they commemorated the birth

A Time for Revelry
The origin of Christmas is not
nearly as important as how we relate
to the babe of Bethlehem. His name,
Jesus, assures us that he “‘will save his
people from their sins.’” And his
name “Immanuel” assures us that
God is with us (Matt. 1:21-23, NIV).
As if that were not enough, God
plants his Spirit in us so that we may
grow more like the one we love, more
like the one who gave his all for us.
Spend some extra time this season
meditating on that awesome love that
gave everything. Give thanks to God.
Give him a gift. You can never outgive
God. Share your knowledge of that
perfect Gift that he gave us. Rejoice in
his salvation. Make this Christmas
season a time to revel in God’s grace
and love.
□
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